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Abstract 
This paper deals with the collaborative approach towards language preservation and revitalization in the context of North east India. 
It provides the researchers’ understanding of the term ‘collaborative research’ and deliberates on a gradual shift from linguist-
focussed research to community-based research. It also discusses various aspects, issues and challenges involved in collaborative 
language research in the context of mainly the Singpho language spoken in North-east India. Here the researcher deliberates on his 
experience of the collaborative model of research in regard to both language preservation and revitalization. The researcher discusses 
the relationship among collaboration, participation and ownership to show how a strong collaboration can eventually enable a 
community to take ownership of a particular language revitalization programme. Finally, the paper concludes by highlighting the 
strength of collaborative research and that it can empower the indigenous communities to develop independent researchers from 
amongst themselves. 
Résumé 
Cet article traite de l’approche collaborative à la préservation et à la revitalisation des langues dans le Nord-Est de l’Inde. Nous 
offrons une définition de la recherche collaborative et discutons du passage graduel d’une recherche centrée sur les linguistes, à une 
recherche basée dans la communauté. Nous discutons plusieurs aspects, questions et défis rencontrés en recherche linguistique 
collaborative dans le contexte de la langue Singpho parlée au Nord-est de l’Inde pour proposer comment une communauté peut finir 
par s’approprier un programme de revitalisation de la langue. Finalement, nous concluons sur la force de la recherche collaborative et 
son potentiel pour le développement de chercheurs indépendants dans les communautés autochtones elles-mêmes. 
Introduction 
Collaboration or Collaborative approach in the realm of 
research has taken a centre stage as it provides an 
opportunity to evolve a synergistic effort among various 
stakeholders of a particular research programme towards 
achieving its stated goals. It has become an effective 
tool for bringing in positive changes for the 
beneficiaries and stakeholders in various fields of 
research such as health care, socio-economic 
development, educational development, women 
empowerment etc. including language preservation and 
revitalization. In general ‘collaboration’ can be 
understood as a cohesive effort by one person or a group 
of people with another one or group of people to achieve 
a mutually beneficial goal. It demonstrates the dynamics 
of all the people of groups involved in a particular 
activity and how it can contribute towards achieving the 
stated goal. This paper will, as the title suggests, deal 
with this collaborative approach in terms of preservation 
and revitalization of an endangered language in North 
East Indian context.  In this regard it will discuss the 
issues and ideas about the collaboration of language 
researcher and the community researched. But before 
deliberating on the specific context, I would like to 
discuss my understanding and ideas about collaborative 
approach in language research. 
Collaboration, in the specific context of language 
research, most usually involves one or a group of 
researcher and one or more target communities. It has 
been noticed that collaborative research as against the 
researcher or linguist led research has been gaining 
ground in the recent times. In a linguist led research 
model, which has been the tradition in the last 100 year 
or so, the researcher or the linguist assumes a privileged 
position in terms of intellect and knowledge.  The 
primary focus of such a research is to collect language 
data from the speakers of the language. In that process, 
the language speakers’ role within such a research 
model is limited to providing the language data and in 
helping with the transcription. While deliberating on the 
standard conception of fieldwork spelled out in 
Samarin’s classic text book (1967) on field linguistics, 
Higgins (2009) aptly comments 
‘This understanding of linguistic fieldwork clearly 
takes as primary the point of view of the linguist and 
the goal of obtaining data on a language. The 
speakers of the language are seen as sources of 
information and in this sense are of interest to the 
linguist first and foremost as means to a linguistic 
end and as objects of study.’ 
It signifies the philosophy of linguist or researcher 
centred approach towards a particular language research 
undertaking. But gradually there has been a shift in the 
research paradigm towards a more inclusive scheme 
with the engagement of communities in a more involved 
manner in a research.  Such a shift is evident in the 
model of advocacy research and empowering research 
which has been discussed in Cameron et al (1992). Both 
the advocacy and empowering research advocate for the 
involvement of the community members as ‘active 
participants’ in the process of research. In the advocacy 
research, the researcher acts as the advocate of the cause 
of the community under research. The researcher is 
committed to apply his/her expertise in a certain field of 
study for the benefit of the community. In doing so, the 
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researcher takes into account the social and linguistic 
context of the community making participation of 
community members in a more involved manner in the 
research process possible.  
The Empowering research on the other hand, goes a step 
further and emphasises on undertaking research along 
with the community. In this regard Cameron et al 
(1992:15) as cited in Higgins (2009) notes, 
‘We understand ‘empowering research’ as research 
on, for and with. One of the things we take that 
additional ‘with’ to imply is the use of interactive or 
dialogic research methods, as opposed to the 
distancing or objectifying strategies positivists are 
constrained to use. It is the centrality of interaction 
‘with’ the researched that enables research to the 
empowering in our sense.’ 
Such a research model points towards the more 
community based language research where the 
researcher, while setting the parameters and priorities of 
a particular research, interacts with the members of the 
community instead of holding on to his/her own 
research priorities. 
Beyond advocacy and empowering research models 
there is another research model which is being called 
‘Community-Based Language Research’ (CBLR) as 
discussed in Higgins (2009). This research model stands 
on the firm ground of collaboration and partnership 
between the researchers and the members of the 
community in terms of conceptualising, planning, and 
implementing any kind of language research which can 
bring in a positive change to the lives of the community 
concerned besides contributing to the academic world or 
to the storehouse of human knowledge. Higgins (2009) 
defines this model of research as  
‘Research that is on a language and that is conducted 
for, with and by the language speaking community 
within which the research takes place and which it 
affects. This kind of research involves a 
collaborative relationship, a partnership between 
researchers and (members of) the community within 
which the research takes place.’ 
This model of research signifies a close collaboration 
and coordination among different stakeholders in a 
research programme including both the researcher and 
the members of the community while working towards 
achieving its goal. Collaboration itself calls for some 
intricate issues and challenges in terms of work process, 
the availability of necessary resources, common 
realization of the stated objectives of the research and 
also the meaning of participation and ownership as 
understood by the researcher and the community. I will 
discuss these points in detail in the following section. 
Collaboration: Aspects involved 
Collaborative approach in language research involves a 
number of issues and requisites. Some of the most 
prominent ones have been discussed below. 
Establishing rapport with the community 
Establishment of a strong rapport with the community 
under consideration is one of the most important aspects 
of a successful collaborative research effort. In this 
context the researcher(s) has to make conscious efforts 
to identify the appropriate ways of getting introduced to 
the community. There can be different ways through 
which a researcher or a team of researchers can get 
introduced to the community. 
Participating in community cultural/religious events 
One of the best ways to make an introductory contact 
with the community is to participate in the main cultural 
or religious festivals of the community. Usually a 
community cultural event is attended by members from 
all the sections of the community irrespective of clan, 
class, age group, gender. So it provides an excellent 
opportunity to identify the leaders and other 
knowledgeable members of the community. The 
researchers can avail the opportunities to introduce 
themselves briefly in such an occasion leaving a 
possibility of a more detail engagement later on. For 
example, ‘Shawpawng Yawng Manau Poi’ (Festival of 
Dance) of the Singpho community is observed every 
year with great cultural spirit where different Singpho 
cultural dances and songs are performed. This occasion 
can be considered as one of the excellent opportunity for 
any researchers to get into contact with leaders and other 
knowledgeable members of the community, as it is 
attended by almost all the leaders of the community in 
North east India and even from abroad. 
Establishing personal contact with the community 
leaders 
Establishing personal contact with some of the 
community leaders can help the researchers in exploring 
different ways to carry out the particular research 
programme. In many cases it becomes very helpful in 
identifying negative factors or aspects which can 
adversely affect the research programme. Individual 
contact with a number of leaders and young members of 
the community also helps in identifying the general 
motivating factors for community awareness-raising 
about a particular issue. Later the researchers can work 
along such motivating factors to raise awareness about 
the particular issue, for example language endangerment 
or extinction. 
Common objective/ objectives 
Collaborations between the researcher and the 
community are usually driven by commonly 
acknowledged goals or objectives. Preservation of a 
gradually disappearing language by way of documenting 
its oral literature, songs, traditional customs and the 
language used therein are some of the commonly 
perceived objectives in such collaboration. But the 
realization of such a common goal might take a 
considerable time and effort both on the part of the 
researcher and the community involved. In many 
instances it is noticed that the fact about the impending 
endangerment of their language is hardly realized by the 
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language speakers initially. In such cases, it becomes the 
responsibility of the individual researcher/ researchers to 
sensitize the members of the language community about 
the issue of the endangerment of their language and its 
subsequent loss to their community as well as to the 
human kind as a whole. Until and unless the speakers of 
the language themselves realize the necessity of this 
issue, collaboration in the true sense does not happen. 
There is no doubt that a linguist or a researcher will be 
able to document or record some of the genres in the 
community even without the speakers’ realization of the 
need of it. But there is surely the risk of missing a great 
chunk of knowledge embedded into their rituals, 
traditional dances, songs and other genres if the 
members of the community are reluctant to share those. 
But once the speakers of the language realize the 
importance of preserving and documenting their 
language for posterity, a collaborative effort towards 
documenting their language and culture can take place 
at a serious note.  
Adaptability of the researcher 
Collaborative research also requires a strong sense of 
acceptability and flexibility on the part of the researcher 
in order to relate to the particular community. It is 
obvious that as an outsider the researcher might find 
some differences in terms of attitude, beliefs, work 
culture and value system between him/her and the 
community. There are instances when the researcher 
needs to go beyond his/her own preconceived notions 
and beliefs in order to build a strong rapport with 
members of the community which is very crucial in a 
collaborative research. Respect to the culture and 
tradition of the community and due importance to the 
views of the members of the community in relation to 
the documentation, description and revitalization of their 
language can foster a healthy collaboration. 
Collaborative language research in North 
East India 
Collaborative research in the field of language 
documentation and revitalization is a very recent 
development in North east India. It has been only 5 to 
10 years that such collaborative approaches have been 
pursued by both different communities and researchers 
in this field. My involvement in this field of research 
started since 2004 as I started my work as a part of a 
project towards documenting the Singpho and Turung 
language and later in another project involving the 
Singpho, Tangsa and Tai Phake community. In this 
following lines I will be discussing on the various issues 
and challenges in the collaborative language research in 
the context of mainly the Singpho language with 
sporadic reference to the Tangsa and the Phake 
community. 
Endangered status: Singpho, Tangsa and Tai 
Phake languages 
Speakers of Singpho, Tangsa and Tai Phake languages 
are mainly located in Upper Assam and in Arunachal 
Pradesh of northeast India. As far as the status of these 
languages is concerned, the issue of endangerment 
exists in varying degrees. All these languages are being 
spoken by varying number of native speakers. 
According to SIL Ethnologue12, the numbers of speakers 
of Singpho, Tangsa and Tai Phake communities are 
2500, 40100 and 2000 respectively. In the case of 
Tangsa, the ethnologue estimate accounts for almost 36 
different sub groups or varieties under the term Naga-
Tase. With all these different sub groups speaking 
different varieties of the greater Tangsa language, it can 
be estimated that the average number of speakers of one 
such variety will be around 1000. In the case of all these 
three language communities, the domains of language 
use are restricted to the home and community meetings. 
It is observed that the intergenerational transmission of 
the language and culture has been interrupted by 
overwhelming influence of dominant language groups 
and other practical reasons. The current trend of the 
exodus of the young members of these communities to 
the dominant language areas and towns for higher 
education, jobs etc. has adversely affected the already 
decreasing number of speakers of these languages. The 
existing education system of the state has also 
contributed to the gradual extinction of such languages 
in this region. As the children of these communities 
have had to avail education through the dominant 
language, it limits the scope of using their own 
language. As a result it leads to the gradual extinction of 
the language.  
Collaboration in language preservation 
Much of the discussion in this section is based on my 
experience in the field of language documentation and 
preservation in the context of mainly the Singpho 
community with sporadic reference to the Tangsa and 
Tai Phake communities in North east India. 
Establishing rapport with the community 
Establishment of a strong rapport with the community 
under consideration is one of the most important aspects 
of a successful collaborative research effort. As has been 
discussed in 2.1, there are different ways through which 
the researcher can establish a rapport with the 
community. In case of the Singpho community, this was 
made possible by getting into contact with some of the 
leaders of the community initially. It would be 
necessary, in this context to mention at least the names 
of the three leaders   Slg. Bhupesswar Ningda, Late Slg. 
Angfew Ningkhee and Slg. Gojen Ompop who 
encouraged the researchers to start this work of 
documentation and preservation of their language. The 
collaborative aspect of this research was mainly 
achieved through the involvement of members of the 
community from different age groups and in different 
ways. While the starting of the project was made 
possible by the three aged leaders of the Singpho 
community, the main work of collection and elicitation 
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 www.ethnologue.com 16th edition.  
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of data was actually made possible by a group of six to 
ten members (aged between 30-40 years) of the Singpho 
community. This group of members whom I would like 
to label as ‘the nucleus’ infused a synergistic aspect to 
the whole research programme. This ‘nucleus’ has been 
very active in locating resourceful informants in the 
community who were able to provide valuable 
traditional and cultural information to the project. 
Members of this nucleus also helped the researchers in 
understanding the expectations and aspirations of the 
common members of the community towards the 
research programme. In case of the Tangsa and the 
Phake communities the relationship with the community 
started with the help of the village headman and 
gradually took a healthy shape with contacts with other 
members of both the communities. Participation of the 
researchers in the traditional festival ‘Wee Hu Ku’ 
which is a festival to worship the Goddess of Wealth 
resulted in establishing a strong rapport with the 
community at a wider level. 
Sharing of the objectives of the research programme 
Explanation about the objective of the language 
documentation programme by the researchers helped the 
community leaders to understand about the importance 
of this programme. The researcher(s) explained to the 
community members (young and old) about the status of 
their language in terms of its decreasing number of 
speakers for various reasons. Such explanations helped 
the community members to discuss among themselves 
about the problem and realize about the urgency of 
documenting and preserving their existing knowledge 
about the language and culture before it is too late. It 
also helped in clearing a number of doubts in the minds 
of the community members which otherwise would have 
developed into a misunderstanding between the 
researcher(s) and the community members. One of such 
doubts was whether all the language data (in the forms 
of stories, songs, dance forms, religious chantings etc.) 
that were or would have been collected during life of the 
project would be taken away from the community. This 
was a very appropriate issue to be raised by one of the 
learned members of the community. The researcher 
explained that all those language data will be available 
to the community members for viewing and all those 
which will be archived will have open access to all the 
members of that community. This also contributes 
towards building the trust among the members of the 
community on the research programme. 
As a result of this strong bond between the researcher 
and the community this language documentation 
programme successfully documented a considerable 
amount of language data in the form of traditional 
stories, songs, narratives, religious chantings and also 
ritualistic performances. It has contributed towards the 
preservation of some of unique cultural and linguistic 
phenomena of the Singpho, Tangsa and the Tai Phake 
communities. 
Collaboration in language revitalization 
programme 
Apart from the language documentation and 
preservation programme, the researcher, as the focus of 
his doctoral study, was also involved actively in 
conceptualising, planning and implementing a 
‘Multilingual Education Programme (MLE)13’ for the 
Singpho language. In this and the following sections the 
researcher would like to deliberate on the aspect of 
collaborative approach towards language revitalization 
programme in the context of the Singpho MLE 
programme. In comparison to the language 
documentation and preservation programme, the 
language revitalization programme is much more 
dependent on the collaboration of the community in the 
programme. The main objective of this programme was 
to plan and implement a mother tongue literacy 
programme for the children of the Singpho community. 
This programme will enable them to start their 
education through their mother tongue which in turn 
will develop their cognitive and academic abilities to the 
extent that they will find it easier to understand and 
learn lessons through the dominant language medium in 
the government schools. Before looking at the 
collaborative approach it will be necessary to briefly 
state the reason for initiating this programme in the 
Singpho community. Since the Singpho language like 
many other indigenous languages in the North east India 
region is not an officially recognised one, it is being 
used neither as a school subject nor as medium of 
instruction in the Assam state. As a result all the 
Singpho children have had to educate themselves 
through the dominant language medium, which is 
Assamese, or through English. It obviously affects the 
cognitive development of these children resulting in a 
higher rate of school drop-out or academic failure. 
So the Singpho Multilingual Education programme was 
planned and implemented to provide these Singpho 
children with the opportunity to acquire the basic 
literacy skills through their mother tongue and then to 
help them to transit to school language later when they 
join government school. 
                                                          
13
 Multilingual Education Programme (MLE) is a learner 
centred mother tongue literacy initiative for the children of the 
indigenous linguistic minority groups in the world. This 
education programme advocates for providing the opportunity 
to the children of such communities to start their education 
through their mother tongue which is otherwise not used in 
schools or other institutions. It aims at providing a strong 
mother tongue base to such children and then enable them to 
transfer their basic literacy skills to learn through the dominant 
language medium of instruction. This educational system is 
being successfully applied in different minority groups in 
countries like Bangladesh, Philippines, Nepal, Pakistan and 
India. 
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Community participation at different stages of the 
programme 
The success of this programme depends significantly on 
the active participation of the community members in all 
the stages of the programme. 
In the case of the Singpho Multilingual education 
programme (MLE), a strong collaboration between the 
researcher and the community has resulted in a well 
implemented and still on-going mother tongue literacy 
programme. This strong collaboration has been achieved 
through the proper mobilisation of the community by 
way of public meetings, individual discussion and a 
family survey in the village. The objectives of this 
programme were adequately discussed with different 
members of the community before the community 
decided to plan and implement it. Once this decision 
was taken in 2006 the community overwhelmingly 
cooperated with the researcher in all the activities of the 
programme. Since the community did not have any 
books written in their mother tongue, the researcher 
conducted a series of workshops to produce reading 
materials including story books, song books, primer, pre 
reader etc. for Singpho children of different age groups. 
Community story teller, writers, illustrators, parents and 
other members of the community actively participated in 
these workshops and produced a large number of books 
for the children to read. The community also selected 
teachers who would be teaching these children and these 
teachers were trained by the researcher following the 
principles of ‘Multilingual Education’. In 2009 the 
Singpho mother tongue school was established as a 
community member donated a plot of land with a 
building which was renovated by community work. And 
now this school is being run by the community and the 
Singpho children are being taught through their mother 
tongue. 
Participation, Ownership and Collaboration 
Collaboration in terms of language revitalization 
programme is very much closely related to the aspects 
of participation and ownership. In the experience of this 
researcher, there is a fine line of difference between the 
participation of a community in a particular programme 
and a community taking ownership of a particular 
programme. Community participation signifies that the 
members of the community participate in a particular 
activity or programme at the request or facilitation of a 
researcher or a facilitator. In case of the Singpho MLE 
programme initially the community participated in 
various awareness raising programmes and material 
production workshops. At that stage the participants 
worked together towards achieving the objectives of a 
particular workshop such as writing a number of stories 
in their language. Ownership, on the other hand refers to 
a strong commitment on the part of the community 
which drives them to take control of the programme. By 
taking the ownership of the programme, the community 
takes the responsibility to plan, implement, assess and 
modify various aspects of such a programme in order to 
achieve its stated goal. It also signifies that the 
community becomes confident enough in terms of 
expertise and resources to conduct and sustain such 
revitalization programmes. This is the stage when a 
language revitalization programme can take its own 
course without the help from an outside researcher. In 
case of the Singpho MLE programme, the leaders of the 
community have taken control of the programme and 
have extended it to two different villages. It has become 
possible on the strength of the community’s almost 
seven years of hands on experience on the different 
aspects of an MLE programme which they have 
gathered through collaboration with the researcher. 
But such a shift from participation to ownership is 
possible only if the objectives of the programme are 
properly understood by the community members and 
also if expertise required for implementing such 
programmes can be acquired by interested community 
members. This is possible if there is a strong 
collaboration between the researcher and the community 
members. Such collaboration paves the way for 
transferring skills and resources to the select members 
of the community. 
Challenges in collaboration in North east 
India 
In spite of its huge potential for effective language 
research, collaborative approach in language research in 
North east India has certain obstacles. 
Existing trust deficit 
There is a lack of trust among the members of the 
indigenous communities towards the outside 
researchers. During the life of both the language 
documentation and revitalization programme, this 
researcher has faced questions from the member of the 
community regarding the benefit of the community from 
such programmes. Members of such communities 
expresses that many researchers use them as ‘raw 
materials’ for their research in order to obtain their 
academic degrees. However as the researcher explained 
the objectives and the benefits of such research, the 
leaders and members of the communities actively 
participated in the research programmes. So there is 
strong need to conduct community based language 
research projects which can show the responsibilities of 
researchers towards the communities they work with. 
Along with it, the community should also be made 
aware of the academic value of such research 
programmes which definitely benefits the language of 
the community at a wider level. 
Intra-community problems 
Collaboration necessitates an active involvement in the 
programme both on the part of the researcher and also 
the community. But sometimes active involvement of 
the community is adversely affected due to the intra-
community disagreements and misunderstandings 
regarding any particular aspect of the programme. Such 
disagreements or problems, if not sorted out quickly, 
can seriously endanger the success of the programme. 
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Shortage of manpower among the communities 
One of the challenges of collaborative research in NE 
India is the lack of enough number of members of 
community who understand the academic and practical 
benefits of the programme and can devote enough time 
to the programme. In case of the Singpho MLE 
programme, lack of enough number of writers and 
editors of the oral stories, songs etc slowed down the 
production of reading materials. It is very difficult to 
find and form a nucleus as mentioned in 3.2.1 in a 
particular community which can devote a considerable 
amount of time to language research programmes. For 
example, in the language documentation programme, 
very often the non-availability of a knowledgeable 
member of the community to help with the transcription 
of the recorded text adversely affected the research 
programme. 
Conclusion 
A collaborative approach to research holds a lot of 
advantages in the context of language research as has 
been discussed in the previous sections of the paper. As 
has been pointed out in the introduction, the gradual 
shift from researcher-centred approach to community 
based research programmes can greatly benefit the field 
of research in general and more so in case of language 
research. It is so because a strong collaboration opens 
the channels through which community specific 
linguistic and traditional knowledge can be explored and 
studied for the benefit of both the academic world and 
the community itself. Such collaborative approach 
toward research also provides opportunity to the young 
educated members of such indigenous communities to 
develop an interest into these studies and get technical 
and academic trainings. It will obviously enable such 
members of the community to undertake research on 
their own language, tradition and culture. 
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